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Book Reviews
JENS PETER JACOBSEN
Reviewed by Niels Ingwersen

By Niels Lyhne Jensen. Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1980 . Pp . 187
Rilke worshipped Jens Peter Jacobsen for a good many years
and admitted "I am unable without deceit and invention to
determine what he meant to me in those early years." Freud wrote a
friend that Jacobsen's novel Niels Lyhne "has moved me more
profoundly than any other reading of the last ten years." Musil
perused the same novel three times without being able to figure it
out and, then, discovered that, without knowing it, he had copied a
part of a scene in Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften. Thomas Mann
admitted his debt to Jacobsen, and Arnold Schoenberg's breakthrough as a composer occurred when he set music to a cycle of
Jacobsen's poems. In his chapter devoted to Jacobsen's impact on
other artists, Niels Lyhne Jensen (NLJ) makes it very clear that,
during the three decades before the First World War, the works of
this Danish author were an essential part of the European literary
scene, especially in Germany, France, and Russia. It seems that
Jacobsen, in particular, appealed to fellow-artists and to those
sensitive young minds who in Niels Lyhne recognized their own
loneliness and alienation. One is, actually, tempted to call that
novel The Catcher in the Rye of its day and place .
During our century, NLJ points out, Jacobsen 's international
reputation has waned; he has suffered the not rare fate of writers in
- to quote from a university catalogue - "uncommonly taught
languages." That is a shame, for anyone who ventures into
Jacobsen's fictional world will understand why this author cannot
help but be fascinating to the reader.
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NLJ's monograph makes the reader understand why that
fascination is very nearly inevitable; his book is both a learned
commentary on a complex oeuvre and an elegant discourse that
conveys a wealth of information not only on Jacobsen, but on the
literary climate of his day. NLJ has an uncanny knack, through his
brief comparisons of Jacobsen's work with those, say, of the PreRaphaelites, Mallarme·, or Nietzsche, of uncovering illuminating
affinities. NLJ refrains from taking those myopic approaches to
Jacobsen that of late the author has been subjected to in Denmark .
NLJ is, however, well-versed in recent scholarship: he accurately
sums up the results of the Neo-Marxist-Freudian studies as having
the character of "a final autopsy," and he readily grants that
Marxist treatments of Jacobsen make it difficult to read him in the
same way as before. NLJ's own treatment of Jacobsen shows,
however, that those assessments were not final and hardly
autopsies, for he demonstrates that Jacobsen can be read in a
refreshing way and that new insights still are feasible. The Marxists
analyses have succinctly revealed a good deal about Jacobsen's
traumatic relationship to sexuality, but - as some Marxists now
admit - the studies fail to deal with the texts' aesthetic appeal. It is
exactly that aspect that NLJ examines through his exacting and
subtle reading. In fact, each analysis concludes with an incisive
commentary on the way in which a particular text was wrought
artistically.
Jacobsen's life (1847-85) was uneventful and cut sadly short by
tuberculosis . He was a friend of the influential critic Georg Brandes
and joined him in his rebellion against epigonic Romanticism.
Thus, Jacobsen tends to be labeled as a Realist or Naturalist, even
though it was quite early recognized that he influenced the
Symbolists of the 1890s. Recently, some studies have maintained
that Jacobsen's ties with Romanticism were strong, and NLJ
basically concurs in that view, not least through his focusing on
Jacobsen's problematic dualism between flesh and spirit . Jacobsen's
two novels, Marie Grubbe (1876) and Niels Lyhne (1880), may
resemble the Naturalistic Entwicklungsroman, but they deviate
from that genre. The characters are hardly determined by
Darwinist biological patterns; the perception of life is not monistic;
and there is relatively little debate of social or radical ideas - in
fact, NLJ points out that Jacobsen's depiction of social reality tends
to be quite shadowy. Undoubtedly Jacobsen believed in the radical
and anti-religious theories of his age; after all he translated and
popularized Darwin, but - as Niels Lyhne shows - there is little
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glory in being an atheist. The mood that emerges from Jacobsen's
works is one of disillusionment and tension; his characters are often
lonely beings whose only knowledge is that of their mortality. Love
offers no lasting solution to that isolation, for love dies too and
leaves the individual in an existential and emotional vacuum.
It is no wonder that Jacobsen appealed to those young minds
who reacted against the Naturalists and who yearned for what they
saw, alas, as the false harmony of Romanticism. If Jacobsen had
merely been a Romanticist in Naturalistic garbs, he would hardly
have had much impact, but he offered no Romantic harmony only its agony. Few Scandinavian authors have more devastatingly shown how Romantic fantasies can lead to total alienation from life or how little salvation there was to be secured
in the new materialistic systems of thought. Consequently,
Jacobsen became a doctrine-less prophet to the fin de siecle, but
that hardly dates him; although his style at times can be ornate to
the point of the precious, his existential questioning is one that later
literature has continued with fervor.
NLJ emphasizes that point in his trenchant examination of
Jacobsen's poetry. He convincingly suggests that some texts
foreshadow the emergence of Modernism, for also in present day
poetry the basic experience is that existence and essence cannot be
integrated by the questioning mind. Similarly NLJ stresses
Jacobsen's modernity in his chapter on the short-stories and
astutely singles out the chillingly nihilistic masterpiece "The Plague
in Bergamo" and the surprisingly experimental "There Should
Have Been Roses" for analyses.
These shorter texts are perhaps Jacobsen's finest achievement.
One gains that impression from NLJ' s sophisticated and original
analyses, for although he has praise for Jacobsen's novels, he does
not hesitate to point out their artistic shortcomings. Some may be
startled by his preference of Marie Grubbe to Niels lyhne, but in
light of his argumentation one can fully concur with him. His
assessment of the protagonist of the former novel is to the point
and cuts through much critical gibberish: Marie is a dreamer, but
her penchant for imagining relationships to male partners by no
means cuts her off from reality. Actually, one could continue along
the lines suggested by NLJ and maintain that, through her dreams,
Marie learns to deal with her own nature and that, thus, she does
not succumb to a life that fails to satisfy her. NLJ is definitely right
when he asserts that Marie embodies Jacobsen's ideal of selfrealization: although she sinks socially, she is no Emma Bovary, for
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she has managed to succeed in her quest to find the man that is right
for her.
Niels Lyhne does not reach any such goal. He is attracted to
many women, but they all eventually leave him, and he emerges as
a pathetic figure who is the victim of cruel fate; thus, as NLJ claims,
the novel reads as an indictment of the human condition. It shall
readily be admitted that Niels' repeated failures seem to vouch for
such a conclusion, but why not argue that Niels can be seen as
Marie Grubbe's counterpart: she is the constructive dreamer,
whereas he is the opposite; she grows in understanding through her
dreams, while he loses himself in fantasies. Although the novel
Marie Grubbe may seem a far cry from the harmonious
Bildungsroman, its protagonist does develop and experience
fulfillment. If it can be assumed that the Bildung-tradition also
looms behind Niels lyhne, it may be suggested that the protagonist
is presented as a person who is not capable of development and
who, thus, deservedly fails. It cannot be denied that Niels lyhne is
a sad book, but it should be recalled that Jacobsen insisted that it
was not a pessimistic one. In short, to a higher degree than NLJ
acknowledges, it seems that the ideology of the Bildung-tradition is
a determining force in some of Jacobsen's major works.
The disagreement recorded above is a minor one in light of the
general excellence of this monograph. One reads it with pleasure
and excitement, for each new analysis - in fact nearly every page
- reveals fascinating insights and new facets of Jacobsen's artistry.
In spite of the fact that the Danish scholarship on Jacobsen is
comprehensive to the point of being awesome, it is obvious that
Scandinavianists may well revise their views of that author upon
consulting this laudable entry into Twayne's World Authors Series.

- 97-

FROMTHE LAND OF THE GREATLAKES:
PIONEERDAYS IN MICHIGAN
Reviewed by Marion Marzolf
By Holger Rosenstand, translated by Willard R. Garred, with
sketches by Sandra Knudsen. (Des Moines, Iowa: The Danish
Interest Conference, the Lutheran Church in America, 1981).
118 p., $5.00, paper only, postpaid from Grand View College
Bookstore, 1200 Grandview Avenue, Des Moines, Iowa
50316.
The writings by immigrants in America often are our buried
treasures, tucked away in a foreign language and unavailable to
most American readers, even those of the second and third
generation immigration families. So it is a delight to reclaim one
more of these cultural treasures, a new translation from the Danish
original of the experiences of Danish pioneer pastor Holger
Rosenstand who at age 24 came to serve as first pastor of Our
Savior's Lutheran Church in Manistee, Michigan, in 1873.
Manistee's lumber boom was attracting many new settlers then.
The pastor introduces the reader to some of them, especially the
Danes and other Scandinavians. He details the difficulties in
building a church and serving the varied Lutheran interests. But his
book covers a good deal more than his own brand of Grundtvigian
Lutheranism and local history. He relates the state's early history
and Chippewa Indian lore, discusses other religious philosophies
including the Puritans, Quakers, and Congregationalists, and takes
the reader on journeys by foot, carriage, and train throughout the
state and to Illinois, Nebraska, and Iowa in the 1870's.
He provides moving glimpses of the ruggedness of pioneer life .
Its loneliness is underscored by the enthusiasm with which the
pastor was greeted whenever he made the long trek into the woods
or to remote settlements to conduct a service or just to console a
member of his flock. Helga, the Norwegian girl who dares to leave
her family's stem pietism to join the Grundtvigian Danish Church
and find her own "happiness and peace," is introduced in a heartfelt
story told with glowing warmth.
Pastor Rosenstand liked the American melting pot which "took
people from all stocks and taught them to be Americans." He
believed there was great potential for hope and spiritual renewal in
America, but warned of the excesses in a free society - coarseness
and brutality. "In America, you must bear your own burden and
rely on your own abilities."
- 98-

Neither American democracy nor the life on the frontier
fostered the particular quality of American life that impressed the
pastor. It was the Quakers, he believed, that gave American society
"the peculiar ability to place the individual face to face with
himself." He likened the prairie to "the Quaker view of life - under
endless sky. . . with views in all directions. . . no hiding place for
anyone . . . no towering heights on which some can climb and be
superior to others. The sun which shines there is a freedom-sun,
and it is that which gives the prairie its beauty ."
Pastor Rosenstand's writing often reaches the lyrical and poetic,
and it is a tribute to the translator's skill and sensitivity that we are
able to appreciate this quality. Pastor Willard R. Garred, who
served the same Manistee congregation 70 years after Rosenstand,
has faithfully recreated the mood and spirit of the original text. He
has allowed some characteristic Danish sentence structures and
Danish-American expressions to remain, giving the text a
remoteness from the present day that charmingly reminds us of the
past century's style.
There is much in this book that will delight local historians and
immigration historians. It fills some gaps in these stories, and it
provides fascinating insight on American culture and spiritual life
as seen by one perspective observer. The book was originally
published in 1901, some time after the pastor returned to Denmark
in 1878. It is enhanced by graceful new sketches done by Sandra
Knudsen, daughter of the Reverend Beryl Knudsen of Lutheran
Memorial Church of Des Moines.
The translator has provided helpful footnotes and a preface. A
native American of Danish stock, Pastor Garred studied at Grand
View College and Grand View Seminary in Des Moines and was
ordained into the ministry of the Danish Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America in 1943. He has served congregations in
Michigan, Connecticut, Kansas, and Iowa. He retired to Des
Moines in 1980 where he is president of the Danish Interest
Conference of the Lutheran Church in America.
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